Merkel cell carcinoma - a population-based epidemiological study in Finland with a clinical series of 181 cases.
Merkel cell carcinoma (MCC) is a rare malignancy of the skin, and its incidence is reported to be rising. The purpose of this study was to calculate its incidence and survival ratios, and to describe the clinical characteristics of Merkel cell carcinoma patients in Finland. We calculated the incidence of MCC based on data from the Finnish Cancer Registry. In addition, patient files from hospitals and primary health care centres were reviewed for detailed data on the treatment and disease recurrence of 181 patients diagnosed with MCC in Finland during 1983-2004, and relative survival ratios were calculated for them. The incidence (per 100,000) of MCC in Finland in 1989-2008 was 0.11 for men and 0.12 for women, adjusted for age to the world standard population. The mean age at diagnosis was 76 years (range 27-100), and 69% of the patients were women. The most common site of the primary tumour was the head and neck (53%). No extra benefit was gained from a wide surgical margin (≥ 2 cm) compared to a margin of 0.1-0.19 cm, but an intralesional excision was more often associated with local recurrence. None of the patients with Stage I-II disease who had received postoperative radiotherapy to the tumour bed had a local recurrence. The 5-year relative survival ratio amongst men was 36% (95% confidence interval 20-54%), and amongst women 69% (56 to -82%). MCC is a rare disease in Finland, with incidence rates similar to those in the other Nordic countries. Our results support the view that complete excision with clear margins and post operative radiotherapy decrease local recurrences.